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How Ecotourism is Felt Throughout the Greater
Monteverde Region With an Emphasis on Local
Happiness
Hannah L. Findlay
Departments of Anthropology, Biology, and Spanish, University of Illinois at Chicago

ABSTRACT
Within the last two decades, the zone of Monteverde, Costa Rica has been targeted by the tourism industry as an
ideal destination for conservationists and adventure-seekers alike. This study investigates many of the potential
cultural impacts (including changes in individual levels of happiness) brought upon by the drastic shift in the
economic focus of the community from agriculture to tourism in the past 20 years. I conducted 100 face-to-face
interviews, each consisting of 18 questions, in all major regions of the zone of Monteverde. Questions aimed to
obtain demographic information as well as the participants’ attitudes towards ecotourism and their reported
happiness (on a scale of zero to ten) as of 20 years ago and presently. The mean happiness 20 years ago was 8.28
(±2.12) and today’s average is 8.565 (±1.86). I searched for meaningful interactions among demographic variables
(age, gender, education level, occupation, percentage of income from tourism, etc.) and reported happiness and did
not find any statistically significant correlations. However, valuable conclusions can still be drawn from this overall
lack of correlation between demographic data and reported happiness. A more detailed appraisal of individual
responses demonstrates that the needs of locals are often conflicting with the needs of tourism which can have
detrimental cultural implications. For this reason, additional studies are warranted to more carefully define how the
specific effects of tourism affect specific aspects of local culture and happiness and quality of life of the locals.

RESUMEN
En los últimos 20 años, la zona de Monteverde, Costa Rica, ha sido dirigida por la industria turística como un
destino ideal para conservacionistas y buscadoras de aventura igual. Este estudio investiga muchos impactos
culturales potenciales (incluyendo cambios en niveles individuales de felicidad) a causa del cambio drástico en el
foco económico de la comunidad de agricultura a turismo en los últimos 20 años. Realicé cien entrevistas orales,
cada una consistente de 18 preguntas, en todas las regiones mayores de la zona de Monteverde. Las preguntas están
dirigidas a obtener información demográfica y actitudes de participantes hacia ecoturismo y sus felicidades
reportadas (en una escala de cero a diez) a partir de hace 20 anos y ahorita. La media felicidad hace 20 años era 8.28
(±2.12) y la media hoy es 8.565 (±1.86). Busqué por interacciones con sentido entre variables demográficas (edad,
sexo, nivel de educación, ocupación, porcentaje de ingresos del turismo, etc.) y felicidades reportadas y no encontré
ninguna correlación con significancia estadística. Sin embargo, todavía hay conclusiones valiosas de la falta de
correlación entre datos demográficos y felicidades reportadas. Mirando los datos se demuestra que las necesidades
de los locales a menudo discrepan con las necesidades del turismo, que puede tener impactos culturales
perjudiciales. Por esta razón, investigaciones adicionales son necesarias para más cuidadamente definir como los
efectos específicos del turismo influyen aspectos específicos de la cultura local y felicidad y calidad de vida de los
locales.

INTRODUCTION
The Earth provides us with an abundance of natural capital as well as the newly-discovered
capital derived from ecotourism, which largely deals with the act of making nature into a
commodity (Costanza et al. 1997). When a community relies too heavily on tourism, it will often
alter its character in order to attract the “mass market” (Fennell et al. 1990). The needs of local
people often conflict with the needs of tourism which usually leads to detrimental impacts on
local society in terms of both culture and economics (Brown et al. 1995). Although ecotourism is
generally welcomed from an economic standpoint, some may worry that not all of the revenues
are reinvested in conservation as they should be (Vanasselt 2000). Efforts to protect natural areas
through ecotourism may not be effective if governments ignore the immense political and social
problems that contribute a great deal to environmental degradation (Isaacs 2000).
Tourism is part showbiz, part international trade in commodities, part innocent fun, and
part a devastating modernizing force (Stronza 2001). With about 6,000 year-round residents and
over 250,000 tourists per year, Monteverde has undoubtedly become a popular touristic hub
(Rasmussen 2008, Costa Rica Guides 2009). Between 2003 and 2004 alone, the number of
foreign visitors to Costa Rica increased by 27% (Aylward et al. 2004). During the past 20 years,
Monteverde has undergone a total economic shift from agriculture to tourism, which has greatly
accelerated widespread cultural changes (Martín 2004).
It is difficult to study the impact of ecotourism from a more social, cultural, and political
standpoint (Diggs 2009) but I aim to gather this type of information from personal interviews. I
proposed to study people’s attitudes towards ecotourism in Monteverde; I aimed to find out how
happy people were before and after the drastic rise in tourism and whether or not they feel
ecotourism is impacting their culture. These are important questions to ask as my findings may
show that cultural traditions are more valued than economic success.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Study Sites and Participants
I conducted 100 interviews throughout the greater Monteverde region between April 3, 2010 and
May 2, 2010. Participants were carefully selected based on the following factors: they had to be
at least 20 years of age and they must have lived in Monteverde for at least two years and
considered themselves locals. I chose these two discriminating factors to ensure that the
interviewees had the knowledge and experience necessary in order to complete the questionnaire;
in order to report on the change in the past 20 years, individuals must have been alive at least 20
years ago. These 100 locals lived in the towns of Cañitas, Los Llanos, Santa Elena, San Rafael,
La Lindora, Abangares, Cerro Plano, Cerro Plano Heights, Los Tornos, Bajo del Tigre,
Monteverde, La Cruz, and San Luis.
Interviews
I created an 18-question Spanish survey (unless the participant’s first language was English, in
which case I would translate every question); the first third of the survey focuses on
demographics while the rest of the questions aim to investigate the attitudes towards eco-tourism,
the effects of eco-tourism on Monteverde, and the happiness of individuals 20 years ago as well

as today (Appendix 1). All 100 surveys were orally administered by me; I carefully noted the
responses meanwhile recording the interview in case additional input on a participant’s response
would be needed.
Responses to open-ended questions (specifically numbers six, seven, 12, and 16 from
Appendix 1) were grouped into categories so that the data could be more easily quantified. After
reviewing all of the demographic data, I placed the occupations into four categories: none/house
wife, farmer, indirect association with ecotourism, and direct association with ecotourism.
Education levels were broken down into the following six categories: none, primary school,
some high school, high school graduate, university graduate, and post-undergraduate studies.
The questions related to happiness prompted a numerical response. Participants were asked to
report their happiness on a scale of zero to ten (with ten being the happiest)
The remaining open-ended questions were grouped into categories of responses based on
what the participants reported; all responses were placed into at least one category (these
categories are not mutually exclusive). To assess one’s impact by ecotourism, six categories
were created by simplifying and tallying up all 100 responses. The categories for impact by
tourism are as follows: financial (meaning that the response involved money or jobs), drugs (the
response explicitly stated drugs), cultural (the response accounted for any reported changes in
community), infrastructure (the response dealt with specific changes in the landscape, such as a
new paved road), education (the response explicitly stated a change in education), and family
(the response stated a change in family structure).
When asked about the biggest social change in Monteverde in the past 20 years, the
responses were grouped into the following nine categories: population (response included growth
of the area by both locals and foreigners), business (response included changes in types of jobs
as well as financial changes), infrastructure (response dealt with specific changes to the
landscape and construction), culture (response accounted for any reported changes in
community), tourism (response explicitly stated tourism), environment (response accounted for
reported changes in climate, biodiversity, or increased trash and pollution), education (response
stated a change in education, including rise of teaching of English), disintegration (response
described a feeling of disintegration of community), and none (no reported change). All
responses were accounted for by at least one category.

RESULTS
Demographics
I interviewed 100 individuals, 32 were females and 68 were males. The mean age of participants
was 39.67 and the mean time an individual had lived in Monteverde was 22 years. Forty-one
percent of participants live in Santa Elena, 16% in Cañitas, 12% in San Luis, 10% in
Monteverde, 6% in La Cruz, 6% in Cerro Plano, 4% in Los Llanos, and 1% in Los Torros, San
Rafael, La Lindora, Cerro Plano Heights, and Bajo del Tigre. Three percent of individuals had no
education, 21% attended primary school, 43% attended at least some high school, 21% graduated
from high school, 10% graduated from university, and 2% continued post-undergraduate studies.
Ninety-seven out of one hundred individuals agree that Monteverde depends on ecotourism.
Additionally, there are no significant correlations between happiness and education level,
happiness and age, nor happiness and number of children for the 100 data collected.

Family Eating Patterns
There was an interesting trend of a change in family dynamics over the past 20 years. When
asked if participants were accustomed to eating meals with their families and if that had changed
in the past 20 years, five individuals reported eating more meals with their families now than 20
years ago, 53 individuals reported that they eat fewer meals with their families now, and 42
reported that there had been no change in their family eating patterns in the past 20 years.
Life Impact by Ecotourism
When asked how ecotourism has affected the lives of participants, 50 individuals replied with a
financial comment, 3 with drugs, 22 with a cultural impact, 5 with infrastructure, 10 with
education, and 8 with family. It is interesting to note that, despite some reported negative
impacts, 70 locals viewed tourists as good while 28 viewed tourists as both good and bad and
only 2 locals viewed tourists as all bad.
Biggest Social Change
One hundred locals were asked what the biggest social change in the Monteverde region has
been in the past 20 years and their responses were grouped into 9 categories (Figure 1). Each
individual’s response may have been marked in two or more different categories, depending on
how many categories their response touched on.

FIGURE 1. Locals comment on the biggest social change in Monteverde in the past 20 years.
Locals were asked in April of 2010 in Monteverde, Costa Rica.
Happiness
Twenty years ago, participants reported an average happiness of 8.28 (±2.12) on a scale of zero
to ten which is not different from today’s average of 8.565 (±1.86) with tp = 1.03, df = 99, p =
0.31. Figure 2 shows the four occupation categories compared against reported happiness of all
100 individuals; there was no significant difference between happiness and occupation.

FIGURE 2. Four categories of occupation in Monteverde compared against the reported
happiness of all 100 individuals, 20 years ago and today. The happiness scale ranges from zero to
ten. There is no significant correlation (one-way ANOVA shows 20 years ago, F = 1.0512, P =
0.3737, df = 3, 96. Today, F = 1.5634, P = 0.2033, df = 3, 96). Data gathered from questionnaire
given in April 2010 in Monteverde, Costa Rica.

DISCUSSION
Out of the 100 individuals that I interviewed, 97 agree that the region of Monteverde depends on
ecotourism. There is no doubt that the relatively recent influx of ecotourism has altered the lives
of the locals, but my goal was to find out how, if at all, the locals’ happiness had changed as a
result of this altered lifestyle in Monteverde. The Happy Planet Index shows Costa Rica as the
happiest country with an overall score of 8.5, on a scale of zero to ten, (Murphy 2009) which
coincides with my recorded happiness averages of 8.28 (20 years ago) and 8.565 (now). These
numbers can be contrasted with the happiness of the United States which has an overall score of
7.9 (Murphy 2009). In retrospect, I would have liked to add a question about each person’s
income now compared with 20 years ago; it would be interesting to compare this added factor
against each person’s happiness. However, the fact that there are no significant correlations also
says a lot; Ticos are happy people in spite of the rapid change of lifestyle. The results also
indicate that, regardless of education or occupation, the vast majority of residents report
relatively high levels of happiness even in the face of relatively rapid cultural and economic
change. In other words, particular groups seem to have not been disproportionally affected by
the changes due to ecotourism in either positive or negative ways. The changes seem to have
affected most everyone in similar ways.
I chose to incorporate a few questions in my survey about family eating patterns as it is
something widely understood and the responses generated a great deal of information in few
words. Just by figuring out how many times a week somebody eats with their family, I was able
to infer patterns associated with family integration or disintegration over the past 20 years. Food

is a very important cultural marker (Super 2002) and the fact that 53% reported that they eat
fewer meals with family now has very large cultural implications. Has the homogenization of
eating practices reached Monteverde? So far the area is still free from McDonalds but the
decrease in frequency of meals eaten at home could be the first step towards food
homogenization. Surely the drastic increase of tourists over the past 20 years has propelled this
change in eating patterns.
I focused a large portion of my questions towards better understanding the reported
impacts of ecotourism on the lives of 100 individuals. When asked how their lives are impacted
by ecotourism, I found that interviewees see their lives most impacted in an economic sense by
ecotourism. As tourism is the primary economic source in the zone of Monteverde (Nadkarni &
Wheelwright 2000) so it comes as no surprise that the economic aspect of ecotourism is felt so
strongly throughout the community. However, when I asked about the biggest social change in
Monteverde in the past 20 years, responses suggesting a cultural change (37%) dominated. Only
23% of participants reported the biggest change to be business (financially) related. This is
interesting as it shows that by slightly changing the wording of a similar question, the responses
could change drastically (see Appendix 1 for actual wording of questions). Most participants said
that they enjoy the cultural exchange that comes with the tourism, but 19% reported that they felt
a disintegration of community. This result was surprising because I expected that disintegration
would be a negative feeling that may lower your overall happiness. That was not the case,
however, but to account for this seemingly-paradoxical result, I could have asked for happiness
not only in a wholesome sense but also happiness with the community of Monteverde now and
20 years ago. Thirty-five percent reported that tourism was the biggest social change followed
closely by infrastructure at 34%. The rapid and uncontrolled growth of the greater Monteverde
area is evident in the poor urban planning that gave rise to Santa Elena (Martín 2004).
Considering my results from a holistic perspective emphasizes the myriad ways that
ecotourism can transform local communities as well as the lives of the tourists that visit these
communities. When tourists and locals come into contact, both have the opportunity to glance at
another way of life as well as to reflect on their own lives through another set of eyes (Stranza
2001). It is in this way that tourism was once credited as the single largest peaceful movement in
the history of the world (Lett 1989). This may not be exactly the case for Monteverde, Costa
Rica, but my results demonstrate that the vast majority of the locals have welcomed the change
that ecotourism has brought upon them with open arms and happy hearts.
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APPENDIX 1: Questionnaire Administered to 100 Participants
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.

Sexo:
Edad:
Lugar de residencia:
Nacionalidad:
Por cuánto tiempo ha vivido en Monteverde:
Máximo nivel de educación alcanzado:
Ocupación:
¿Qué porcentaje de sus ingresos provienen de actividades relacionadas a eco-turismo?
¿Cuántos hijos tiene usted?
¿Acostumbra a tener sus comidas en familia? Cuantas veces por semana?
¿Ha cambiado esto en los últimos 20 anos, o mientras usted crecía aquí? ¿Cómo ha cambiado?
¿Se ha visto su vida influida por el eco-turismo? De qué forma?
¿Y su familia?
¿Qué piensa usted sobre los turistas que visitan Monteverde?
¿Cree usted que Monteverde depende del eco-turismo?
¿Cuál ha sido el cambio social más grande en Monteverde en los últimos 20 años?
Hace 20 años, ¿qué tan feliz era usted? En una escala de 0 a 10.
Ahora, en día, ¿qué tan feliz es usted? En una escala de 0 a 10.

